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SOUTH DAKOTA ST A TE COLLEGE 
U. S. DEPARTMENT OF AGRICULTURE COOPERATING 
Kay Sharp Nelson 
Associate Extension Specialist 
SPICES INFLUENCED EARLY WORLD HISTORY 
Historians believe that spices were used long before the time of written 
records. They reason that pre-historic man wrapped· leaves around meat in 
order to keep it clean while cooking in a hot pit; as a result he had _the pleasant 
discovery of newly-flavored meat. Spices are native to many lands, as shown 
on the map, which makes it impossible to say exactly where this first occurred. 
We do know, from the hieroglyphics on the walls of the pyramids to the 
scriptures of the Bible, that spices shared a most important influence on the 
lives of the ancient Greek and Roman people. 
Spices became so valuable that only the wealthy could afford them. Their 
luxurious uses included bay leaves I or laurel) woven into crowns for heroes 
of the Olympics; spice-flavored wine1, were popular; spice-scented balms were 
used after baths; inc~nse made of spices was burned in their temples; kings 
exchanged gifts of spices rather than precious jewels. Even ransoms were paid 
in pepper. As the value increased, the demand increased. 
Camel caravans traveled from India across Persia and on to Egypt with 
their precious cargoes and were in constant fear of being robbed or killed. 
The Arabs became ruthless merchants of the spice trade. As Europe entered the 
Middle Ages, food was neither good nor palatable. Spices were strongly desired 
as seasoning for these unpalatable medieval foods. It was also learned that · 
spices kept their meat fresher and thus lessened the supply problems. These 
facts, plus the wealth gained from spice trade itself, spurred fearless seamen to 
venture out in small ships, through uncharted waters, in search for new lands 
of wealth. The stories of Marco Polo, Diaz, Magellan, Vasco de Gama, Colum-
bus, and others, t~ll how spices have contributed their part in the "age of dis-
covery." Christopher Columbus discovered America as he sailed to the west in 
search of spices for his country, Spain. Ruthless tactics and greediness of each of 
'. ·1 
the powers for supremacy of spice wealth, would eventually bring about its ~- . 
downfall. Today United States is leader in world spice buying and New York 
City is its center. Throughout history the country that has controlled the spice 
trade has been the richest and most powerful in the world. 
DID YOU KNOW THAT ... 
• "ST AR ANISE" is a different plant from the common anise of Egypt. 
It receives its name from the starlike form of the fruit, which consists of 6-12 
hard woody one-seeded carpels. The qualities of fruit, seed and oil closely 
resemble those of common anise and are similarly used . 
• There is a CHARCOAL SEASONING with tenderizer, which is a 
complete meat seasoning designed to give your meats, poultry and fish the 
delightful flavor and appearance of outdoor cookery, whether prepared in the 
kitchen or on the outdoor grill. 
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• SAFFRON is the world's most costly spice because it takes 75,000 blos-
soms to produce one pound of it. This spice comes from the stigmas of a crocus 
flower that grows in Spain. Cooks value saffron as much for its golden color as 
its pleasant bitter flavor. 
• Toasted SESAME SEEDS can be used in place of nuts in cookies. To 
toast sesame seed place in a preheated moderate oven (350° F .), until lightly •1 •• 
browned, 20 to 22 minutes.. "?:-· " 
• A single fruit provides both NUTMEG and MACE. Nutmeg is the 
seed :111d mace is obtained from fleshy covering which surrounds the seed. 
• Many popular herbs can be grown in your vegetable or flower gardens. 
"HOME GROW FLAVOR," Extension Circular 461, gives description of 
and cultural directions for growing 25 herbs. 
T oday nearly every country in the world, including our own, supplies 
items f~r the spice shelves of America. Most of the " true" or tropical sp ices 
still come from the eastern world as they have for centuries. Europe supplies 
our greatest amount of herbs while Africa, Europe, India, and South, Central 
and North America ful fi ll our needs fo r aromatic seeds. The U. S. now pro-
duces several d ifferent herbs, as well as mustard, chili pepper_, paprika and 
red pepper. Although domestic production has been increasing in recent 
years, it still represents only a small percentage of our total spice needs. 
The term "spice" is often used to refer to over 30 different spices, herbs, 
and seeds. Each has its own personality and gives a taste and aroma all its own 
to each food. 
SPICE in the true sense of the word applies to the seasonings which come 
from roots, bark, stems> leaves, buds, seeds or fruit of aromatic plants that 
usually grow in the tropics. Some spices are sweet, such as cinnamon and nut-
meg. Others are classified as "spicy sweet," such as ginger., A smaller group are 
known as "hot" spices and include cayenne, white and black peppers. 
HERBS are different from the spices in that they are leaves of plants 
which grow only in the temperate zone. E xamples are bay -leaves, marjoram 
and oregano. The leaves are dried and crushed before being placed in the 
packages for public use. 
SEEDS used in cooking are the seeds of plants which grow in both the 
-tropical and temperate zones, such as caraway, cardamom and celery seed. 
(.Mustard is a seed_, but is usually thought of as a spice.) 
BLENDS are mixtures of several spices combined for use in certain types 
of cooking. This includes curry powder, chili powder, mixed pickling spices, 
poultry seasoning, etc. 
SEASONING SAL TS, such as garlic salt and celery salt, are mixtures of 
salt with ground seasoning. 
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It is difficult to make a general rule on the amount of spice to use because 
each flavor varies in strength; each gives a different effect with various foods. 
Some people, or Nationalities, have preference as to amount or flavor. With 
the exception of the "hot" spices, one rule to start with is to add ¼ teaspoon of 
spice or herbs to four servings of food or to 2 cups of sauce or 1 pound of meat. 
It is easier to add gradually than to wish some could be taken out. 
Start with only one or-two herbs or spices in one dish. Experience helps in 
deciding future use and combinations to use in various dishes. Remember to 
try some ready-prepared blends to save time and to give good combinations 
for various foods. 
Spices can be "-pure" and still be poor in quality. Most spices come in 
many grades and their prices are governed by quality and flavor. As long as 
they do not go below a certain point they are pure within the meaning of The 
Pure Food Laws. Grinding some spices greatly reduces their strength and 
flavor. Most spices depend upon tiny oil cells for their flavor. In "grinding," 
these cells are broken down and the "flavor" escapes. Improper storage causes 
loss of oils and flavor. Spices do not improve with age. To preserve their 
freshness: 1 
• Keep jars tightly covered to keep out dust and bacteria (these destroy 
the flavor), and to prevent evaporation of oils and flavor . 
• Keep jars in a cool, clean, dry place, preferably in the dark. A warm 
shelf over a range or radiator has heat which will hasten evaporation and 
cause loss of strength. Paprika is an example of loss of color due to direct 
sunlight . 
• Keep spices dry. Dampness causes caking, growth of mold and even-
tual deterioration and loss of flavor. Do not dip wet spoon into jar. 
• Spices, which have no definite aroma (odor), look grey and colorless, 
-are apt to have lost their potency. It is false economy to save spices that have 
lost their strength . 
• Keep spices in a convenient place in the kitchen for "frequent" but 
"gentle" llse. 
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